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No. I.] REVIEWS. 185 

Histoire financiire de V Assemble Constituante. Par Charles 
Gomel. Vol. I, 1789; Vol. II, 1790-91. Paris, Guillauman et 
Cie, 1896 and 1897. — xxxv, 565, 586 pp. 

No phase of French history has a better claim to the student's 
attention than the financial system of the Ancien RSgime. All the 
more thoughtful historians of the Revolution agree that the immedi- 
ate cause of the momentous reorganization of France was a purely 
financial one. The political movement which began in 1787 was 
the outcome of a financial crisis; and who knows, as M. Gomel 
observes, but the violent overthrow of the old form of government 
might not have been obviated, had Louis XV been followed by a 
monarch possessing even average strength of character and execu- 
tive skill? The gravest problems, moreover, which the Constitu- 
tional Assembly was called upon to solve were questions of revenue 
and taxation. Three of its most famous initial reforms — the aboli- 
tion of the tithes and of the pecuniary privileges of the clergy and 
the nobility, the confiscation of the church lands and the issue of the 
assignats — were essentially financial measures. Hence every stu- 
dent of the period will learn with satisfaction that M. Gomel has 
now finished his scholarly work, which will, by reason of its com- 
pleteness and its orderly, lucid arrangement, easily displace the earlier 
treatises of its class. He very properly devotes two volumes of the 
four he has written to the " Financial Causes of the French Revolu- 
tion." These volumes have justly been " crowned " by the French 
Academy and by the Academy of Moral and Political Sciences. 
The style is delightfully clear and the language free from techni- 
calities. The writer never hesitates to explain obscure terms, 
thereby saving the reader infinite embarrassment. He is, however, 
no lover of paradox : he makes no attempt materially to modify the 
views accepted by scholars. 

Mallet du Pan, the acute editor of the Mercure de France, brought 
the following indictment against the Constitutional Assembly, when 
it finally completed its financial legislation in 1791 : 

The Constitutional Assembly cannot fail to recognize, without denying 
positive and accepted facts, that, as a result of its doctrines and actions, 
. . it leaves our finances in chaos, the public debt considerably augmented, 
the annual deficit increased by half, according to the most favorable calcu- 
lators, the taxes in arrears, their payment suspended, having struck at their 
very roots by the recklessness of an absolutely new system, of which the 
immediate effects have been to make the people regard themselves as freed 
from taxation. It cannot disguise from itself that our influence and repu- 
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tation in Europe are eclipsed ; that our commerce is less flourishing ; our 
industry less productive ; our population less numerous ; that labor has 
decreased as well as national wealth ; that it has caused the disappearance 
of the specie and dissipated an enormous public capital. ... I ask that a 
single class of Frenchmen, except the stockbrokers, be pointed out to me 
whose fortunes have not diminished, and whose resources and prosperity 
have not been painfully affected ! 

M. Gomel accepts all this, and his investigations serve to prove 
in detail the stern truth of Mallet du Pan's editorial. Yet our 
author sees clearly that this very Assembly, with all its mistakes 
and perversity, was, after all, the prime agency in the permanent 
regeneration of France. Its task, however, was far beyond its powers. 
It worked at an enormous disadvantage. The wonder is that all was 
not lost. T x he great value of M. Gomel's history lies in the full and 
impartial treatment of the policy of the Assembly, which, if viewed 
simply from the standpoint of scientific financiering, appears so dis- 
astrously inefficient. He discusses the condition in which the newly 
elected deputies found themselves. He points out that, from the 
very first, they were not free to decide the difficult questions which 
arose as might seem most expedient to them after they had enjoyed 
the advantage of mutual discussion ; for they were bound by the 
explicit instructions contained in the cahiers. They came together 
en mandataires, pledged to carry out the fervid, if ill-advised, policy 
of their constituents. Nor were they ever free to settle any point 
upon the mere merits of the question. The adjustment of taxation, 
the provision for a deficit, the regulation of pensions, the reorgani- 
zation of a vicious system of administration — these are no light 
matters even in a period of political peace and harmony. But in 1789 
no single change could be made in France without adding new and 
dangerous allies to the ranks of the disgruntled. Then there was Necker, 
certainly just then one of the shabbiest figures in all history, and their 
" small-beer " king, as Gouverneur Morris called him. As Mirabeau 
once said, these admirably illustrated Machiavelli's axiom : Tout le 
mal de ce monde vient de ce qu'on n'est pas assez bon ou assez michant. 

All these considerations, together with the political and social 
aspects of the work of the Constitutional Assembly, are adequately 
and admirably treated by M. Gomel. He gives us in this way not 
only a financial history of the reign of Louis XVI, but the most 
symmetrical, adequate and readable account which has yet been pro- 
duced of the whole great revolutionary movement, from Turgot to 
the establishment of the constitution of 1791. 

James Harvey Robinson. 



